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Special Issue Article

Co-constructing “Cyber Family Theater”:
A Study of Intergenerational Interaction in the
Short Video Accounts of “Internet Parents”

Shuyuan YANG °, Jing JIANG *, Xiaodan ZHAO *, Chenyixin LEI *,
Linhao SHI *

* School of Journalism and Communication, Hunan University, Changsha, Mainland China

Abstract

This study examines intergenerational interaction in the accounts of
“internet parents” on the Douyin platform. Drawing on the concept of
“theatricality” and employing multimodal discourse analysis, this research
investigates how platform logic, content creation, and audience practices
collaboratively shape the mediated intergenerational interaction space that
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expands the inner boundary of family. It finds that platforms, content creators,
and audiences facilitate intergenerational interaction by co-constructing a “cyber
family theater”: the platform plays the key role of “theater manager,” creating a
highly immersive dramatic space and shaping the theater’s rules and values.
Creators shape idealized parent—child interactions through hyper-real stage
performances and narrative expressions. By role-playing in the comments

ELINNTS

section, audiences take on roles—“children,” “empathizers,” “defenders,”
“critics,” and so on—to respond to and engage with the performance. This
space contains both limitations and potential. The idealized and soothing
narratives in the “play” tend to make the audience fall into nothingness when
facing real family problems. In addition, the emotional discussions between the
audience and the performers lack diverse perspectives and in-depth criticism.
Nevertheless, the cyber family theater serves as a public sphere: the play
becomes a practical model for healing intergenerational trauma, and the theater
uses emotion as a driving force to bring minor issues of familial power
relations and intergenerational interaction into public view, promoting ongoing,

larger-scale reflection.

Keywords: theatricality, short video platforms, intergenerational interaction,
public sphere, emotion
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